The study investigated perceived ease of use and usefulness of Google Hangouts as an instructional/learning tool. Forty-two teacher education students at U.S and Japanese universities participated in an online cross-cultural activity using Google Hangouts and discussed cultural differences between the two countries and their teaching philosophies. After the activity, students responded to a survey to evaluate the ease of use and usefulness of Google Hangouts. Qualitative data were also collected through the survey to examine their overall learning experience. The results indicated that Google Hangouts is a useful instructional tool, but not easy to use. Although technical problems occurred during the conference, the activity provided valuable experiences for both U.S. and Japanese students. The study provides suggestions for how Google Hangouts can be integrated into online classrooms based on the findings.
INTRODUCTION
Videoconferencing has been recognized as an effective delivery method in distance education and used at different grade levels. Despite the bandwidth limitation, many researchers agree that videoconferences add a human touch to online learning and decrease the psychological distance between students (Lim, Cha, Park, Lee, & Kim, 2012) . Communication through live videos also enhances authentic student-student interaction (Smyth, 2011 ). Smyth identified connectivity as a critical factor in mediated learning environments and maintained that in order to promote student learning, instructors must provide a platform where students can meet and exchange information freely in both asynchronous and synchronous formats. Computer-mediated interaction can minimize the feeling of isolation among remote students and can promote a sense of community (Ferguson, 2010) . Stewart, Harlow, and DeBacco (2011) also claimed that the use of live videoconferences not only increases interaction between the instructor and students, but also gives real time attention to remote students.
Videoconferences also benefit students in other ways. Living in the global society, it is important to develop a multicultural perspective and to be able to work effectively with people from different cultural backgrounds. In particular, teacher candidates must develop this skill to support diverse learners in their future classrooms. Due to the growing number of immigrants, many teacher education programs in different countries offer or even require multicultural education courses (Acquah & Commins, 2013; Keengwe, 2010 ).
However, a study showed that students living in less diverse communities tend to exhibit negative attitudes towards multicultural education (Dunn, Dotson, Ford, & Roberts, 2014) . BaŞbay (2014) claimed that interaction with other cultures improves students' cultural awareness and helps them develop respect and appreciation for differences. Videoconferences can increase the opportunity for cross-cultural experiences, connecting students of different races and ethnicities without the need to leave their homes.
Google Hangouts is one of the videoconference systems available through Google Plus (Duffy, 2013 In selecting an appropriate videoconference system, instructors should consider various factors. The system should be affordable, easy for students to use, and useful for enhancing instructional effectiveness and student learning. Although technology experts can provide reviews of new software and programs and help us learn their functionalities, instructors should also listen to student concerns so that they can adopt the technologies effectively to support student learning. Google Hangouts is a relatively new system and has not been used widely in educational settings. Therefore, the present study aims to examine students' perceptions of the ease of use and usefulness of Google Hangouts as an instructional tool in a cross-cultural activity.
METHODS
Participants of the study were undergraduate and graduate students in teacher education programs at U.S. and Japanese universities. They engaged in an online activity using Google Hangouts to learn about each other's cultures and to discuss teaching philosophies. Both universities are located in rural areas where student populations are not diverse. All U.S. participants were enrolled in an education class delivered through a learning management system, and the Google Hangouts activity was part of their required course assignments. Japanese students were not enrolled in the course but voluntarily participated in the activity. After the researcher received a list of Japanese participants from a Japanese professor at a partnership university, she formed 11 groups consisting of two U.S. and two Japanese students each.
Although all Japanese participants were English education majors, their conversational English skills were still limited. Therefore, meeting in groups, rather than one-on-one was expected to reduce their anxiety about miscommunication. The instructor also assigned one U.S. student from each group to serve as a group facilitator.
All participants received a handout explaining the procedures of the activity and how to use Google Hangouts. While all U.S. participants already had accounts with Google through their university, many of them had never used them and did not even know how to access and activate their accounts. Most Japanese students did not have Google accounts. Once all participants created Google Plus accounts, the instructor asked them to create circles for their groups. Creating a circle is one unique capability of Google Hangouts and it allows students to interact with multiple participants within the groups. The next step was to email the group facilitators. Each student was required to email available hangout times to the group facilitators by the assigned due date. Based on the information received from each group member, the group facilitators set their meeting times. During the activity, students discussed several assigned topics, including their perceptions of positive and negative aspects of U.S. and Japan and their teaching philosophies. U.S. students were also required to learn two Japanese phrases from their Japanese partners. The duration of the videoconference was about 45 minutes to one hour.
In this study, the researcher adopted the perceived ease of use and usefulness scales developed by Davis (1989) 
RESULTS
A total of 29 students (17 U.S. and 12 Japanese) responded to the survey. Of the 29, 17 were males and 12 were females, and more than half of the students were between the ages of 21 and 23. In terms of prior experience with Google Hangouts, 24 students said that they had never used it and five students said that they had used it only a few times before. Most students reported that they had little or no previous experience using other web conference systems, such as Skype. Table: 1 shows the frequency data for ease of use items. Overall, students' responses were mostly positive. The percentage of positive responses (a combination of students who responded strongly agree, moderately agree, and somewhat agree) for each item ranged from 55.1% to 86.4%. Among the seven items, "good functionalities" demonstrated the highest percentage of combined positive responses, and "mental efforts not required" was the lowest. The percentage of positive responses including all seven items was 68%. Both "mental efforts not required" and "easy to use" also showed the highest percentage of negative responses (a combination of somewhat disagree, moderately disagree, and strongly disagree) (24.1%). Among the six items, students responded to "potential instructional tool" most positively. Although the combined positive responses for "increase interaction" accounted for the lowest percentage, the highest number of students selected "strongly agree" for this item. It is also notable that students responded most negatively to the same item (24%). Lastly, 20% of students did not find Google Hangouts "useful for live video lecture" and responded to the item negatively. Table: Google Hangouts can be a great tool but I have found it very hard to use and it was not easy for me to learn how to use as most computer related things have been for me in the past. I enjoyed talking with the students from Japan. I just wish Google Hangouts was easier to use or I received more training in how to use Google Hangouts. (U.S. student A) Many students expressed that it was difficult learning how to use Google Hangouts. They encountered technical difficulties during the activity and expressed frustration. Several students reported that technical problems interrupted conversations and that the chat tool only worked intermittently. One student mentioned that the Google Hangouts interface was not user-friendly and that it was difficult to locate tools she needed. Another student said, "The learning curve with Google Hangouts comes from learning how to set up circles, but once that is accomplished the actual interaction functions seemed fairly easy to operate." The initial set up for Google Hangouts circles seems to involve a complicated process and requires students to follow instructions carefully. One student pointed out:
Descriptive Analysis
If more teachers used it [Google Hangouts], it would be better used because students would know how to use it. I think that it is a good source to help with interaction. It's really great for those kinds of things, but it's just another account that students are required to get for just one class and can be slightly irritating at times. (U.S. student B)
Conversely, there were also students who expressed positive feelings about the technical aspects of Google Hangouts. One student said, "I really like Google Hangouts and have found myself using it more than Skype nowadays. It seems to work more effectively and more often than Skype. I am glad that I had the opportunity to use it!" Another student said, "I love the app that is available for smart phones, it is very convenient." Both U.S. and Japanese students expressed positive feelings about the activity. Several students commented that a videoconference is better than audio-only or text chat and that it makes conversations easier. One Japanese student said, "It was a very meaningful activity because I don't have many opportunities to interact with people from another culture. The activity made me want to learn English more." Many U.S. students also enjoyed the conversations with Japanese students and appreciated the opportunity to meet with people from outside the United States. One student wrote, "It was very exciting and fun for me to do this activity. It was the highlight of my day and made me want to visit [Japan] ." DISCUSSION This study investigated students' perceived ease of use and usefulness of Google Hangouts in a cross-cultural activity. The quantitative data showed that students' perceptions about Google Hangouts were mostly positive. Students rated ease of use higher than they rated usefulness. Many students struggled with Google Hangouts at the beginning, although they felt that the system itself had good functionalities. In their comments, they indicated a number of technical issues that they had encountered during the activity; most groups experienced audio and video problems of varying degrees. To reduce the number of sites logged into the same meeting room, the researcher asked Japanese student groups to enter their meeting rooms using one computer. Although only three sites (two U.S. sites and one Japanese site) logged into the same meeting room, connection problems still occurred. Further research is needed to determine whether the unstable connection was caused merely by a bandwidth issue or if it is associated with other Google Hangouts system problems. Based on the present study's findings, when participants are spread throughout different countries, the researcher recommends oneon-one conferences. If group interaction is essential for the activity, the instructor might consider using an audio-only conference or text chat.
Other technical issues that students mentioned were associated with setting up a Google Plus account and creating a circle. The circle function makes it easy to contact group members and invite them to the meeting. As mentioned earlier, these processes were confusing to many students. The majority of participants did not have Google Plus accounts and needed to create one to participate in the activity. The process of creating a circle required extra time and efforts. For the past few years, the researcher has also used Adobe Connect, a videoconferencing program similar to Google Hangouts, for her course activities. Because none of the students had experience using Adobe Connect, she provided detailed written instructions and had each student practice using Adobe Connect prior to starting the activity. Only a few students confused about how to use it and needed additional help. In this study, as previously mentioned, the researcher provided a similar instructional handout on how to use Google Hangouts, but many students were still frustrated learning how to use the program. Therefore, when instructors introduce Google Hangouts to students, they should use it throughout the course, not just for a one-shot activity. The more students use it, the more comfortable they will feel with the program. In addition to a written instructional handout, it would be helpful for instructors to provide a short instructional video.
Despite the technical problems mentioned earlier, many students felt that Google Hangouts was a useful instructional tool. Videoconferences are generally used in online classrooms to connect students and the instructor.
In this study, all U.S. participants were students enrolled in the online class and many of them had taken other online courses before. Therefore, they had probably used one or more online tools, such as discussion boards and Google Docs to interact online with instructors and peers.
Although U.S. students might be likely to accept use of videoconferences as an educational tool, none on the Japanese participants in this study had had online learning experience before because online courses were not offered at their university. Therefore, it might have been difficult for them to view videoconferences as instructional media. This could explain the disparity of the responses to "increase interaction" and the low rating of "useful for live video lecture" on the usefulness scale.
Finally, students' comments indicated that the activity was enjoyable and that learning about differences and similarities between the two countries was a fun experience. The assigned topics, one of which was a discussion of their teaching philosophies, were relevant to participants' future professions. Because they were about the same age, it was not difficult to pinpoint other common interests, such as music and sports. Furthermore, the synchronous videoconferences provided an environment similar to one in which students have face-to-face interaction with one another. Students commented that they felt more comfortable and closer to each other using this format than they did when using audio or text-only communication.
This study revealed that, despite the occasional interruption by technical problems, crosscultural interaction through videoconferences still provides students with valuable learning experiences.
CONCLUSION
In online courses, instructors and students must rely on technology to communicate with each other. Choosing appropriate technology that meets the goal of the activity is important. The present study revealed that Google Hangouts may not be an easy program to learn, but it has the potential to be a useful instructional and collaborative tool. In summary, when Google Hangouts is used to facilitate online cross-cultural activities, the researcher provides the following suggestions:
Ø Take time to train students on how to use the system and expect that some students may need additional support. Ø Provide at least several opportunities to practice using the program prior to the actual conference. 
